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Words 
 
One of my favorite lines in Scripture is, “Say only the good things people 
need to hear . . .” (Eph. 4.39) When we base our choice of words on others’ 
needs, and on helping them, even criticism and confrontation are possible, 
but we will have nothing derogatory or injurious to say. Whether our 
speaking vocabulary is large or small, we have access to enough words so 
that we do not have to use disparaging expressions in order to convey our 
intentions. Whatever we say, and how we say it, not only contains the 
meaning of the words, but also reveals our attitudes. We are as responsible 
for being helpful rather than judgmental when we speak, as we are for being 
truthful rather than trying to mislead our listeners.  
 
We have had experiences of receiving kind and helpful comments, even 
some that were painful to hear, so we know well how radically different it is 
when we are subjected to words that we did not need to hear, words that 
were not helpful. We are also quite familiar with the ways in which words, 
gestures and tone of voice can communicate either positive or negative 
meanings.  
 
The words we use, both in speaking with others and within ourselves, have 
effects far beyond their dictionary definitions. Whether we make use of the 
most scholarly expressions or the simplest possible words, our minds and 
hearts are involved – our very persons. We are, in a very real way, what we 
speak. We can be habitually positive or negative even in our own inner 
comments about what we observe or do.  
 
Some of us almost unconsciously, and therefore with significant effects that 
are often not recognized, engage in a running commentary on how everyone 
and everything around us is flawed. The consequence is unhappiness, 
primarily from the misuse of inner words, and not because of challenges and 
suffering, for these also occur in the lives of those who are generally happy. 
Others of us have developed habits, not of ignoring or denying all problems 
and failures, but of properly naming our inner realities. Those who can say 
to themselves that they are disappointed by their mistakes can at the same 
time be confident and optimistic, ready to supply other truthful words that 
accurately name their successes and also the gifts that they receive.  
 
How do we find the truthful and helpful words that we need to hear inside 
ourselves, which will then quite naturally enable us to speak the words that 
will be of benefit to others? When we attend to the consonance or 
dissonance of inner words, how they enliven and enlighten or depress and 
darken our spirits, we will have the necessary information about the relative 
value and truth of those words in our present understanding of them.  
 
Further, we can seek confirmation of whatever tentative judgments we make 
about those words by bringing them to prayer in a manner similar to how we 
ask direct questions of a trusted friend. For example, if one of us asked 
whether it really was inappropriate to call ourselves by a derogatory name 
after making a mistake, we would not expect to have the clouds open and a 
voice from somewhere tell us “no!” But, if we ask the question, the Spirit of 
truth will assist our basic sense of honesty in recognizing that applying 
negative words to ourselves serves no good purpose. We are in little danger 
of going to the opposite extreme of using words of high praise for ourselves 
in our little accomplishments, for the same Spirit knows well our smallness, 
and helps us find the right words that fit each occasion.  
 
We have a responsibility to ourselves and to others to “say only the good 
things” we need to hear. 
